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drinks per day; another 3.5 million teenagers were heavy drinkers, consuming five or more drinks per drinking occasion. Overall mortality rates are higher for heavy drinkers than for lighter drinkers or nondrinkers. In a study in the United States, mortality was 2.5 times greater than expected, with the greatest increase among younger alcoholics. Cirrhosis of the liver accounts for 60 to 80 percent of alcohol-related deaths. Alcohol use also contributes to many accidents, suicides, and homicides. In 1975, the direct and indirect cost of alcoholism was estimated to be about $43 billion.
Pregnant women are at special risk of problems from alcoholism. Heavy drinkers are more likely to deliver babies who have the fetal alcohol syndrome, characterized by certain physical abnormalities and often associated with mental retardation. Possible adverse effects even of moderate drinking during pregnancy are being studied. There are reports of lowered viability at birth, poor sucking ability, heart rate abnormalities, and various other behaviors associated with poor functioning of the central nervous system.
Unhealthful Dietary Habits Major dietary inadequacies can seriously impair health. Much current research focuses on adverse consequences of excess consumption, for example, of calories and fats. Several studies have shown a higher mortality rate for those markedly above average weight. For people who are 20 to 30 percent overweight, mortality is 20 to 40 percent greater than for people of average weight; for those 50 to 60 percent overweight, it is 150 to 250 percent greater. Obesity increases the risk of hypertension, diabetes, and hyperlipidemia—each a risk factor for heart disease. Also, obesity may be an independent risk factor of cardiovascular disease. In addition, there is strong epidemiological evidence that high blood levels of cholesterol are associated with increased rates of cardiovascular disease and death; in part, this may be reflective of dietary intake of cholesterol and saturated fats.
Scientific Opportunities: Major Disorders and Conditions
Certain behavior patterns such as cigarette smoking and excessive use of alcohol contribute greatly to many components of the current burden of illness. For that reason, it is useful to focus directly on ways of helping people not to engage in health-risky behaviors. For several important diseases, including cardiovascular disease and some mental disorders, behavior-related factors appear to be closely associated with the production of the disease or play a major role in aspects of preventing or treating it. This section examines issues about such behaviors and diseases that the biobe-havioral sciences can usefully address.avioral Risks to Health
